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In Thailand, in a wider scope there are two categories in art: - one is a Chalermchai, and the 

other is a non-Chalermchai.  Thanks to Chalermchai Kositpipat, a well known megastar artist 

inside Thailand, because in the pre-Chalermchai period, art would have been paraphrased with 

Silpakorn which could mean either Department of Thai dance or Department of Archaeology, 

in other word Department of old temples and the ruins.  The lesser known Silpakorn was in 

fact a University which started of with the Faculty of Painting, Sculpture and Graphic Arts 

which has dominated the art circle of the non-Chalermchai for some time.  Ironically, 

Chalermchai was a product of Silpakorn  in a sub division, Department of Thai painting.  He 

took a team of Thai painters to London and completed a mural in Thai Buddhist temple Wat 

Buddhaprateep in Wimbledon.  This has earned Chalermchai reputation and status in the Thai 

art circle when the group came back in 1990. 

 

Then there was such thing as Thai contemporary art which happened in Bangkok amidst the 

Thai economic bust and boom in the 80s and early 90s.  It was to be followed by other big 

cities like Chiangmai, Khonkaen among others.  We have seen growing numbers of art schools, 

galleries, exhibitions, collectors and patrons from this period.   However it has been more 

than a decade now since we first heard about Bangkok Art Museum, the first museum for 

contemporary art ever in Thailand.  Sadly its existence is yet to be discovered.  Perhaps this 

is why the Lifeboat led by Michael Shoawanasai is here, lost at sea, having chosen new media 

for their artistic path.  What is media art after all?  We’ve never heard of anything as such.  

The word “media” is widely used in advertising industry and commonly used in Records TV, 

DVD and Film businesses.  A Thai child may know of the word media before he or she 

learns how to read, but media art....in Thailand?  I leave that to Michael.  After all, we all 

know of copywriters before we know about copyrights.  It is not overstated to say that the 

road for new media art is not in Thailand but rather somewhere out there beyond the 

horizon.  The only problem is the twinkling light on the horizon out there may not be of 

lighthouses or stars as we think they are, but yet another lifeboat in the waves. 

 



I’d like to talk about the experience which is in contrast to artists present here.   For a long 

time I was not recognised as belonging to the contemporary art house in Thailand.  I was not 

a product of an art school.  In addition my practice is based on the tradition of Thai temple 

painting.  Indeed, as a child I ate, slept, played and lived in a temple in which a mural 

painting was in progress and grew up to become a mural painter.   My works of more than a 

decade in Thailand mainly involved large scale mural projects in temples and other public 

spaces.   However I did not consider myself dealing with subjects from the past.  I was also 

actively involved with the Thai art scene by organising group exhibitions showing individual 

works by painters in the mural team I led.  I personally participated in other group 

exhibitions with my smaller works.  

   

By 1996, at the peak of my Thai career, with fame, respect, and the growing number of 

important patrons to my murals, I was leaving the country to begin a new chapter of my life 

with my husband who is an Australian living in Sydney.  I finished my chapter in Thailand 

with a project which involved myself leading a painting team to complete a large mural in a 

Buddhist temple.  It covered twelve hundred square metres.  At the same time I showed my 

last work Akojorn in an exhibition titled Tradisexion at Baan Duek (Concrete House).  This was 

co-organized by five Thai women writers and artists including me in 1995. 

 

In the work Akojorn (No-Go Zone), I hung my used Pahtung on the over head-high washing 

line between two poles which was set up across the gallery space.  The washing line was set 

up so that everyone had no choice but to go under it to enter the exhibition.  I held my 

breath each time a member of the audience entered the gallery.  Pahtung means ‘tube cloth’ 

which is used as a lower garment by women in Thailand.  Women wear them as skirt but in 

the past also used them as recyclable sanitary napkins.  In a Thai household in those days 

there was always a lower level washing line called the ‘Pahtung’ line for this purpose.  It was 

socially taboo to put Pahtung up higher than the waist line.  For men it was bad luck to go 

under the Pahtung line with or without a hung piece of garment on it.  The title of my work 

Akojorn means No-Go Zone, which I did not mean as a warning, but as the forbidden 

stigma of this domestic device. 

 



Akojorn was my one and only work out of the area of my usual practice in Thai mural 

painting.  My very private and intimate pieces of garment were exposed against social taboo 

in a public space.  The work set up was determined to upset audience but that was more for 

an exercise to challenge myself or my practice.  I was about to move to Sydney in the 

following year.  To put up the washing line in a gallery in Sydney would be irrelevant.  The 

awkward piece only made me feel uncomfortable, but perhaps discomfort was what I was 

looking for.  The piece, in a sense challenged the comfort zone I had been snuggling in for 

long enough time.  It was this discomfort I foresaw toward the future of my art in Australia 

and I had to familiarize myself with it.  A decade on now, and it has been discomfort indeed.  

 

For me the impact of the move to new place was immense.  The encounter of the new 

culture, the curiosity to relate and the sense of what was lost at the struggling to connect 

have created an urge for me to produce.   The move out from one’s own culture has brought 

up a sense of removal and created a second self that has developed a kind of a dialogue 

within.  It was not a question of identity or a conflict of dislocation per se, since we can 

easily and conveniently lodge a statement within it.  My work now deals with a personal 

journey in the migrant society of Australia with the use of artistic elements in Thai mural 

painting.  As for my situation, the start of my family life, and now with two children, did not 

interrupt my creative activities. Thanks to their support I’d like to credit here my husband 

John Clark, my daughter Cantrachaaysaeng and my son Yenlamtarn, without whom I would 

not possibly endure the tough road.  I have had seven solo exhibitions and participated in 

more than ten group shows.  Notwithstanding the success on the creative side, the echo 

from the audience has subsided.  The move out of Thailand had removed my practice 

further away from the relevant context to which I was expected to belong. 

 

I now recall a conversation with a lady at work in Thailand where I had taught Thai painting.  

Having sensed the worry I had about my future when I was leaving, she consoled me that I 

did not have to worry about working in foreign countries because the language of art was 

universal.  She went on saying that I was lucky that my work belonged to one of the three 

occupations where one could work anywhere in the world.  They were the doctor, the 

musician and the artist.  I did not tell her that when I had gone to Paris in 1989 to look for 

galleries to show my works, I was first booted out of a gallery dealing in contemporary 



practice, then sent to an oriental art gallery, then to a naïve art gallery, then to an antique 

dealer and then back to the beginning again.  I found there was nowhere in the structure of 

the Parisian art world where my work belonged.  

  

In Australia at an exhibition I was part of in 2003, a member of the audience approached me 

and said that my paintings were most exquisite with colours and details.   He then said that 

perhaps I should tell him more about the stories in the painting because he had no idea 

whatsoever they were about.  I had realised then that it was not a question but a challenge 

for me to answer. For the first time after I moved to Australia, my heart sank back to the 

good old days when my work Akojorn was hung in the gallery.  My work had let out a strong 

accent unallied to the vocabulary of the contemporary Australian art world.  

  

Generally life as an artist in Australia is not too bad.  There are opportunities, grants and 

money for you to explore, to experiment, and to build up your works.  There are grants and 

art prizes for artists in all possible areas and categories namely; new media, painting, 

sculpture, drawing, print media, landscape, portrait, figurative, experimental and so on and 

so forth for artists young and old, providing that you have paid $25 or $30 per entry.   If you 

are lucky you might pass into a short list if ever you are selected into the first list at all.  I got 

a surprise phone call one day from an organiser of an art prize.  I was informed that my 

work which was hung in a gallery earlier has gone into one of a short list for the prize.  I was 

excited because the short list was chosen out of 80 works already selected from various 

venues including other states.  I would be happier if only that this award was not meant for 

what is called an emerging artist.  With nearly thirty years of full time practice behind me, this 

was a very awkward situation indeed.  

 

An Australian curator, to whom I showed my work, mentioned she understood and sensed 

the wrongness in my work in her polite no-thank you notes she delivered to me.  A Thai 

curator recently informed me that in Thailand artists are hand picked by names and currently 

my name is not in.  All in all, the whole thing did not deter me but on the contrary it made 

me much convinced of the work and my background.  I am not here to whinge and whine 

that I am in the wrong place at the wrong time.  The fact of being odd is perhaps the reason 



why I endeavour making art.   I’d like to quote a voice of a tree in the novel My Name is Red 

by Orhan Pamuk1; I don’t want to be a tree.  I want to be its meaning. 

It was the voice of a tree which was illuminated in one of the miniature books made in the 

Ottoman Empire.  The page with the illumination of the tree had been changed hands from 

the miniaturist who created it, then to a thief who robbed the messenger, who carried it to 

one of a Sultan’s guilders and all the way to the market. 

 

I repeat the voice again; 

I don’t want to be a tree.  I want to be its meaning.   

This is the closest to how I wish my work would be. 

 

I do believe that not only one or two but indeed the majority of artists share this isolated and 

lonely path.  The stream of artists who are heading toward this bitter-sweet road will go as 

far as arts and creativities are concerned.  So welcome to the club.  But please beware 

because just when you think that you have made it to the silver lining in the horizon then 

you may find yourselves entering into another zone.  Here I quote Leo Steinberg in his book 

Other Criteria: Confrontations with Twentieth-Century Art,2 in his lecture given at the Museum of 

Modern Art, in New York 1968 in which he quotes the stock market report published in 

Fortune, the magazine “for those who must think an act in terms of the long run,” the stock report 

goes:-  

Over a given period, we learn, “General Motors has done a little better than Cezanne, but not so well as 

Renoir.” A Vermeer recently sold turns out to be worth “$1,252 per square inch,” as against the land on 

which the House of Morgan on Wall Street stands-valued at only $2.10 per square inch.” End 

quote ……………but that’s another story. 

                                                 
1 Pamuk, O. My Name is Red,  Alfred A. Knopf, Random House, New York, 2002, p. 61 
 
2 Steinberg L. Other Criteria: Confrontations with Twentieth-Century Art, The University of Chicago Pres. Ltd. 
London, 2007 p.56 
 
 


